Gingrich Acknowledges 
A Few Historical Errors 

Speaker Had Said Democrats Began Public Schools 
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The partisan clashed with the his- 
torian in House Speaker Newt Gin- 
grich (Ga.) when the conservative 
Republican blamed liberal Demo- 
crats for creating public schools, 
public housing projects and all of 
their well-known problems. The par- 
tisan won this debate. 

Responding Monday to a reporter’s 
question about welfare reform, the 
former history professor condemned 
liberal Democrats for “the monstrosi- 
ty they have created, their public 
housing projects that are death traps 
for the poor, their public schools that 
are illiteracy traps for the poor.” 

But neither public education nor 
public housing was the legislative 
product solely of Democrats, as Gin- 
grich partially acknowledged yester- 
day when reporters pressed him to 
explain his remarks. But he insisted 
the blame for failures in both sys- 
tems belongs to Democrats. 

The nation's oldest public school, 
Boston Latin School, was established 
in 1635 — long before either of to- 
day s major political parties was 
formed-. It was Whigs who pushed 
universal public education in north- 
ern states before the Civil War, and 
Republicans who opened schools 
throughout the South afterward. 

“The public schools don’t belong 
to one party or another,” said Arthur 
Levine, president of Teachers Col- 
lege, Columbia University. “It’s fool- 
ish. One would expect more of a for- 
mer college professor.” 

Gingrich yesterday revised his re- 
mark to blame Democrats for “the 
modern, unionized, big-city school 
system with work rules that mal»> 
no sense, with very big bureaucra- 
cies, with a tremendous amount of 
money wasted and with buildings 
that don’t function.” * 

Public education, he said, “started 
to get really bad with Lyndon John- 
son’s Great Society," which estab- 
lished a federal role of helping disad- 
vantaged students in elementary and 
secondary schools. “In fact, for most 
of American history, inner-city 
schools worked,” Gingrich said. “In 
the last 30 years, we have adopted 
social promotion [to the next gradej. 
We have tolerated violence. We 
have tolerated students who are to- 


tally disobedient. ... We have 
dropped homework.” 

Carl Kaestle, a University of Chi- 
cago professor of education history, 
said Gingrich unfairly blamed Demo- 
crats for contemporary social prob- 
lems and omitted their role in ending 
wretched” educational discrimina- 
tion against female, minority and 
foreign-speaking students. 

“ I think some of that doesn’t be- 
long to any party — inner-city vio- 
lence and lack of respect for authori- 
ty,” Kaestle said. 

On federally subsidized housing, 
Gingrich at first charged that “the 
Great Society . . . specifically built 
things like centralized large public 
housing projects.” When challenged, 
he acknowledged that most massive 
projects, such as CabriniGreen in 
Chicago and Pruitt-Igoe in St. Louis, 
were erected during the 1950s, the 
decade before the Great Society. 

Gingrich accurately attributed the 
beginning of a federal role in public 
housmg to Sen. Robert F. Wagner, 
the New York Democrat who spom 
sored the U.S. Housing Act of 1937. 
The speaker, when pressed, noted 
that Sen. Robert A. Taft, a consfer- • 
vative Ohio Republican, cosponsored 
the bipartisan Housing Act of 1949 
that authorized the big public hous- 
ing projects of the 1950s. 

Democrats, Gingrich said, are to 
blame for “the modem public hous- 
ing centralized ghetto where nobody 
goes to work.” 

Joseph Shuldiner, assistant secre- 
tary for public and Indian housing, 
said that GOP policies of the 1970s 
and 1980s were responsible for con- 
centrating the welfare-dependent 
families in public housing. 

In the 1970s, then-Sen. Edward M. 
Brooke (R-Mass.) sponsored a change 
that put rents on a sliding scale and 
made projects affordable to the very 
poor, according to Shuldiner. 

“Public housing up to that point 
was for the working poor, not the 
nonworking poor,” Shuldiner said. 

In 1981, Shuldiner said, President 
Ronald Reagan supported other 
changes in rental policies that also 
favored the poorest of the poor. 

“We do agree that deconcentrat- 
mg low-income people is important,” 
Shuldiner said. “I just would not 
agree it was liberal Democrats that 
created these concentrations.” 



